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          January 1, 2012 marked more than the start of a new year for the 
South Dakota Air National Guard. It also marked the twentieth anniversary 
of the 114th Fighter Wing’s official conversion to flying the F-16 Fighting Fal-
con. 
     The F-16 is the seventh single engine fighter aircraft that has been flown 
by the South Dakota Air National Guard during its 65 year history: 
 North American F-51 Mustang, 1946 – 1954 
 Lockheed F-94 Starfire, 1954 – 1958 
 Northrop F-89 Scorpion, 1958 – 1961 
 Convair F-102 Delta Dagger, 1961 – 1970 
 North American F-100 Super Sabre, 1970 – 1977 
 Vought A-7 Corsair II, 1977 – 1991 
 General Dynamics F-16 Fighting Falcon, 1992 to present 
     The 114th Fighter Wing flew 
Block 30 F-16 fighters for over 18 
years. The unit was selected for con-
version to enhanced Block 40 F-16 
fighters during 2010. The newer 
Block 40 F-16s provide significant 
contributions to the unit’s combat 
mission allowing it to deploy world-
wide and execute tactical fighter 
sorties. 
     Ongoing structural and system 
upgrades will ensure that the 22 as-
signed F-16 fighters remain fully combat capable for many years into the fu-
ture. 
 
 

f-16 fighter aircraft marks 20 year 

history in Sioux Falls 
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SD ARMY NATIONAL GUARD TO UNDERGO 

CHANGES 

          Due to announced restructuring of the U.S. Army force, the South Dakota Army 
National Guard (SDARNG) will begin to see a reduction in its force in 2012. 
     The rebalancing being enacted at the national level will cause the SDARNG to trim its current 
force of nearly 3,400 Soldiers by 258 traditional (part-time) Guard positions and 19 full-time positions 
by Sept. 30, 2012. 
     “The National Guard across the country will experience cutbacks, and South Dakota is not im-
mune,” said Maj. Gen. Tim Reisch, state adjutant general. “As the Department of Defense adjusts the 
size and composition of our overall military force because of federal budget cuts, Guard leaders in 
every state must evaluate how the remaining forces can 
best be configured to carry out state and federal missions.” 
     A reduction and reorganization of the force could also 
result in changes to where National Guard units are sta-
tioned. Currently, 29 Army Guard facilities are located in 28 
communities throughout South Dakota. 
     Many of South Dakota’s 29 Army Guard facilities are be-
coming obsolete. Fourteen armories are more than 40 
years old, and nine are more than 50 years old. Funding 
available for armory maintenance falls far short of what’s 
needed to adequately maintain the aging facilities. 
     Earlier this year, $25 million in federal funds were appro-
priated to build a state-of-the-art regional readiness center 
in Watertown.  It took 16 years from the start of the state’s 
efforts to secure that much- needed funding. 
     “Unfortunately, our ability to secure funding for addi-
tional facilities will be impacted by massive federal budget cuts that will be levied on the Department 
of Defense in the coming years,” Reisch said. 
     South Dakota Army National Guard leaders have begun a comprehensive analysis of  unit station-
ing, full- time manning and force-structure allocation. Those 
leaders will make recommendations to the adjutant general 
in late February, and he will inform the governor and state 
Board of Military Affairs in mid- March about the recom-
mended changes. Despite the changes, Reisch is confident 
in the Guard’s ability to provide support to the state. 
     “The structure of our force has changed numerous times 
over the years,” the adjutant general said. “Each time the 
U.S. Army evolves, the National Guard has a duty to reevalu-
ate itself so it remains relevant, reliable and ready to re-
spond to emergencies anywhere in South Dakota.” 

 

 

 

 



Department bids kusser farewell 

     Last week, leadership from the South Dakota Na-
tional Guard and staff from the Department of the Mili-
tary and the Department of Veterans Affairs gathered 
to bid Robert Kusser farewell.    
     Bob retired from his post as director of the SDNG 
Museum December 31, 2011.   There is an old saying  
“you can take the man out of the country, but you 
can’t take the country out of the man.”  This would be 
true of Bob. Bob has accepted a part-time position 
(May-September) as the museum director for the Old 
Fort Meade Museum.     
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Vabhhcs names new director 
     The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Midwest Health Care Network (VISN23) has an-
nounced the appointment of Stephen R. DiStasio to the position of Director, VA Black Hills Health 
Care System, effective January 1, 2012.  Mr. DiStasio has served as the Acting Director for the past 6 
months and brings both clinical and administrative experience to his new role. 
     As Director, Mr. DiStasio is responsible for the oversight 
and management of two VA medical centers located in Hot 
Springs and Fort Meade, South Dakota, as well as 12 other 
sites of care located throughout western South Dakota, 
western Nebraska and in Newcastle, Wyoming. 
     Mr. DiStasio has a Bachelor of Science in Nursing from the 
University of Southern Mississippi and a Master of Science in 
Human Resource Management and Development from 
Chapman College.  He has served as the Associate Director, 
VA Black Hills Health Care System for the past 6 years.  Prior 
to that Mr. DiStasio had a distinguished career in the United 
State Air Force Medical Service and retired from military ser-
vice at the rank of Colonel.  His military career included de-
ployments to Afghanistan and elsewhere.  Mr. DiStasio 
served as Commander (Chief Executive Officer) of several 
military healthcare organizations and also served as Acting 
Director for both VA Black Hills HCS and Sioux Falls VA HCS in previous years.  
     Mr. DiStasio is a fellow of the American College of Healthcare Executives (FACHE).  In addition, he 
possesses a current registered nurse license and is certified as an Advanced Nursing Administrator by 
the American Nurses Credentialing Center.  At the national level, he serves as a coach for the Health 
Care Leadership Development Program and as a mentor and preceptor for the Executive Career Field 
candidates.  Additionally, he is active as a mentor for employees at both the local and network levels 
and for Veterans transitioning from active, reserve and National Guard service. 
     He and his wife Linda are the proud parents of Catherine Anne and Stephen Jared. 
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communication networking options 

for Veterans 

     The United States Department of Veterans Affairs has announced that all of its 152 medical cen-
ters are now actively represented on Facebook, the world’s largest social networking site. 
     The process that began with a single Veterans Health Administration Facebook page in 2008 
has now produced over 150 Facebook pages, 64 Twitter feeds, a YouTube channel, a Flickr page, 
and the VAntage Point blog.  Additionally, in June 2011, VA produced a Department-wide social 
media policy that provides guidelines for communicating with veterans online.  The overearching 
strategy is designed to help break down long-perceived barriers between the VA and its stakehold-
ers. 
     VA clinicians can’t discuss the specific health concerns of individual veterans on Facebook, but 
that doesn’t prevent staff from monitoring VA’s sites closely each day—and providing helpful infor-
mation to veterans when they can.  In the last year, for instance, the VA’s Crisis Line counselors 
have successfully intervened on Facebook in cases where veterans have suggested suicidal 
thoughts or presented with other emotional crises. 
     The VA currently has over 345,000 combined Facebook subscribers (or, “fans”).  The Depart-
ment’s main Facebook page has over 154,000 fans and its medical centers have a combined sub-
scribership of over 69,000.  The VA 
plans to continue expanding its Fa-
cebook presence while also focus-
ing on bringing Twitter to every VA 
medical center as well.   
 
      
 
 
 
The directory of All VA Social Media sites can be found at: 
www.va.gov/opa/SocialMedia.asp 
 
The Facebook page directory can be found at:: 
www.facebook.com/VeteransAffairs?sk=app_7146470109 
 
South Dakota VA Medical Centers can be found at: 
http://www.facebook.com/VABlackHills 
http://www.facebook.com/VASiouxFalls 
http://twitter.com/VABlackHills 
 
Deparment Facebook site can be found at: 
http://www.facebook.com/pages/South-Dakota-Department-of-Military-and-Veterans-
Affairs/156424074389725 
 
The South Dakota National Guard Facebook site can be found at: 
http://www.facebook.com/SouthDakotaNationalGuard 
 

http://www.va.gov/opa/SocialMedia.asp
http://www.facebook.com/VeteransAffairs?sk=app_7146470109


Rules liberalized for veterans with 

undiagnosed illnesses  

     Veterans of the Persian Gulf War with undiagnosed illnesses have an additional five years to qual-
ify for benefits from the Department of Veterans Affairs. 
     A recent change in VA regulations affects Veterans of the conflict in Southwest Asia.  Many have 
attributed a range of undiagnosed or poorly understood medical problems to their military services.  
Chemical weapons, environmental hazards and vaccinations are among the possible causes. 
     At issue is the eligibility of Veterans to claim VA disability compensation based upon those undi-
agnosed illnesses, and the ability of survivors to qualify for VA’s Dependency and Indemnity Com-
pensation. 
     Under long-standing VA rules, any undiagnosed illnesses used to establish eligibility for VA bene-
fits must become apparent by Dec. 31, 2011.  The new change pushes the date back to Dec. 31, 
2016. 
     Further information about undiagnosed illnesses is available online at www.publichealth.va.gov/
exposures/gulfwar and www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/oefoif/index.asp 
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Va deploying 20 new mobile vet centers 

     The VA has deployed 20 additional Mobile Vet Centers from the production facility of Farber Spe-
cialty Vehicles to increase access to readjustment counseling services for veterans and their families 
in rural and underserved communities across the country.  These customized vehicles--which are 
equipped with confidential counseling space and a state of the art communication package—travel 
to communities to extend VA’s reach to veterans, servicemembers and their families, especially those 
living in rural or remote communities.  The vehicles also serve as part of the VA emergency response 
program.  
     The 20 new, American-made vehicles expands the existing fleet of 50 Mobile Vet Centers already 
in service providing outreach and counseling services.  The 50 Mobile Vet Centers were also manu-
factured by Farber Specialty Vehicles.  In fiscal year 2011, Mobile Vet Centers participated in more 
than 3,600 federal, state and locally sponsored veteran-related events.   
     The VA has also announced that Farber Specialty Vehicles recently won a competitive bid to pro-
duce 230 emergency shuttle vehicles for VA over the next five years.  The shuttles will provide rou-
tine transportation for veteran patients in and around various metro areas during normal opera-
tions, but convert to mobile clinics that will facilitate the evacuation of patients and their care teams 
during disasters and emergencies.   
     VA has 300 Vet Centers serving communities across the country, offering individual and group 
counseling for veterans and their families, family counseling for military related issues, bereavement 
counseling for families who experience an active duty death, military sexual trauma counseling and 
referral, outreach and education, substance abuse assessment and referral, employment assessment 
and referral, VA benefits explanation and referral, and screening and referral for medical issues in-
cluding traumatic brain injury and depression.  
     More than 190,000 Veterans and families made over 1.3 million visits to VA Vet Centers in fiscal 
year 2011. 

http://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/gulfwar
http://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/gulfwar
http://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/oefoif/index.asp


Jan.10—Legislative Session Opens 

Jan. 17—SFACF Sea of Goodwill Conference—Sioux Falls Holiday Inn City Centre  

Feb. 6-7—South Dakota Veterans Commission Meeting—SDNG Museum—Pierre 
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2012 Legislative session 

     The  87th Session of the South Dakota Legislature will convene at approximately 1:00 pm 
Tuesday, January 10, 2012, with Governor Daugaard’s 
State of the State Address. This year’s session is scheduled 
for 35 legislative days, with the main run concluding March 
2.  March 19 is reserved for considering gubernatorial ve-
toes.  
 
Legislative actions can be viewed at: 
http://legis.state.sd.us/sessions/2011/index.aspx. 
 
Legislative bills can be tracked or monitored at: 
http://legis.state.sd.us/sessions/2011/BillMenu.aspx. 
 
Live broadcasts of legislative actions and committee meet-
ings are provided by South Dakota Public Broadcasting at : 
http://legis.state.sd.us/sessions/2011/CommitteeMenu.aspx. 
 

mailto:audry.ricketts@state.sd.us
http://mva.sd.gov/

